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The topic of children in new religious movements is among the most sensi-
tive areas of research on new religious movements as such. While since the
1960s scholarly attention has been dominated by research focusing on adult
converts—with an emphasis on conversion, “brainwashing,” and charismatic
leadership—children have long remained present only implicitly, primarily
as an argument in normative debates rather than as an independent object of
analysis.

Children in New Religious Movements, a publication by the Swedish schol-
ar Sanja Nilsson, appears in the series Cambridge Elements in New Religious
Movements, whose aim is to provide concise, analytically-structured texts
summarising the state of research in particular thematic areas. The format
of a short monograph (60 pages) does not represent a limitation in this case
but rather a deliberate methodological choice: Nilsson does not seek to offer
detailed ethnographies of individual communities, but instead to systematise
a field of research that has long been fragmented and heavily ideologised. In
doing so, she positions herself within a line of scholars seeking to address this
deficit—building on the work of Susan J. Palmer,' James T. Richardson,> Ei-
leen Barker,® Liselotte Frisk* and Lorne L. Dawson>—while at the same time

1 See, e.g., Susan J. Palmer and Charlotte Hardman, eds., Children in New Religions
(Rutgers University Press, 1999).

2 See, e.g., James T. Richardson, Regulating Religion: Case Studies from Around the Globe
(Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2004).

3 See, e.g., Eileen Barker, The Making of a Moonie: Brainwashing or Choice? (Basil Black-
well, 1984).

4 See, e.g., Liselotte Frisk, Sanja Nilsson, and Peter Akerbick, eds., Children in Minority
Religions: Growing Up in Controversial Religious Groups (Equinox, 2018).

5 See, e.g., Lorne L. Dawson, Comprehending Cults: The Sociology of New Religious Move-
ments (Oxford University Press, 2006).
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shifting the analytical focus from the institutional level to the everyday lived
experience of childhood.

A central theoretical point of departure for the book is the application of
concepts from childhood studies, in particular the understanding of the child
as an active social actor.® In this respect, Nilsson explicitly distances herself
from older approaches that conceptualised the child in religious contexts pri-
marily as a passive object of socialisation or indoctrination. At the same time,
she draws on classical concepts from the sociology and study of religion,
including those developed by Mary Douglas’ (purity, boundaries, symbolic
order) and Alfred Schutz® (the life—world and the taken-for-granted nature of
everyday reality), as well as, implicitly, Berger and Luckmann’s notion of the
social construction of reality.” These frameworks enable Nilsson to analyse
how children growing up in new religious movements internalise specific in-
terpretations of the world without this automatically implying pathology or
psychological harm.

Nilsson does not base her analysis on new fieldwork, but rather systemati-
cally synthesises findings from an extensive body of secondary literature and
retrospective testimonies of adults who grew up in new religious movements.
The range of groups discussed differs markedly in terms of degrees of isolation
and internal discipline, including the International Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness (ISKCON), the Twelve Tribes, the Unification Church, the Chil-
dren of God (The Family International), Peoples Temple, the Fundamentalist
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, Christian Science, Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, and others. This selection allows for a comparison between communal
and non-communal models and at the same time demonstrates that “new re-
ligious movements” do not constitute a single, uniform type of social reality.

Nilsson devotes considerable attention to issues of education, ranging from
homeschooling and community-based schools to residential models (such as
the gurukul system within ISKCON). She recalls well-documented cases of
structural failure and abuse,'® while simultaneously drawing attention to sub-

6 See, e.g., Allison James and Alan Prout, eds., Constructing and Reconstructing Child-
hood: Contemporary Issues in the Sociological Study of Childhood, 2nd ed. (Falmer
Press, 1997).

7 See, e.g., Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and
Taboo (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966).

8 See, ¢.g., Alfred Schutz, The Phenomenology of the Social World (Northwestern Univer-
sity Press, 1967).

9 See, e.g., Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality:
A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (Anchor Books, 1966).

10 See, e.g., E. Burke Rochford Jr., Hare Krishna Transformed (New York University Press,
2007).
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sequent reform processes that are in media discourse often overlooked. In this
respect, she builds on Foucauldian-inspired analyses of power and the body
without applying them mechanically. She shows that disciplinary practices
are not specific to new religious movements as such and often differ primarily
in their degree of intensity rather than in their underlying logic. Particular
attention is paid to conflicts over healthcare (for example, in the context of
Christian Science), where religious parental autonomy intersects with the le-
gal responsibility of the state. Here, Nilsson draws on Richardson’s analyses
of court cases and demonstrates that legal outcomes are highly context de-
pendent.

One of the most valuable sections of the book lies in its analysis of highly
mediatised state interventions (Jonestown, Waco). Nilsson explicitly employs
the concept of moral panic’ and shows how media framings of children as
“hostages of cults” contributed to the escalation of conflicts and, in some cas-
es, to a deterioration of the situations of the minors themselves. This analysis
is fully consistent with the long-standing critique of anti-cult discourse ar-
ticulated by scholars such as Barker and Richardson, yet Nilsson applies it
systematically from the perspective of children.

From the perspective of contemporary research on children growing up in
new religious movements, Nilsson’s book can be read as a methodologically
significant bridge between older debates on “cults” and more recent approach-
es focusing on everyday lived experience, developmental perspectives, and
the structural conditions of religious upbringing. Her analysis implicitly con-
firms that the key issue is not religious difference as such, but rather the degree
of social closure, the intensity of normative control, and the restriction of al-
ternative interpretive frameworks. Closely related to this is her consistent re-
jection of a binary division between “harmful sects” and “harmless religions.”
This position allows for analytical differentiation between religious ideas, ed-
ucational strategies, and institutional practices, which is crucial for assessing
developmental risks for children. Whereas some strands of earlier literature—
particularly those associated with Lalich’s theory of coercive control—tend to
transpose models of totalitarian power directly onto children’s experiences,
Nilsson demonstrates that children’s life-worlds are shaped not only by ide-
ology but also by pragmatic compromises, parental strategies, and internal
tensions within the communities themselves.

Nilsson also explicitly acknowledges the historical variability of the con-
cept of childhood. She reminds the reader that ideas of what constitutes
a “normal” or “healthy” childhood are neither universal nor timeless, but cul-

11 See, e.g., Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and
Rockers (MacGibbon and Kee, 1972).
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turally and historically contingent. This point is particularly important when
assessing communities whose educational models consciously define them-
selves in opposition to modern individualistic ideals of childhood and instead
emphasise obedience, collectivity, and spiritual discipline.

Children in New Religious Movements is not conceived as a critical inter-
vention in ongoing disputes over the legitimacy of new religious movements,
nor as a revision of existing theories of power, control, or indoctrination.
Rather, its aim is to systematise the field and to cultivate an analytical lan-
guage that corresponds to current trends in the study of religion—specifically
a long-term, empirically grounded, and normatively restrained approach to
everyday life.

One of the inherent limitations of the book is its reliance on secondary lit-
erature and retrospective testimonies of adults who grew up in new religious
movements. Nilsson is transparent about this approach and does not conceal
it; nevertheless, it is important to note that memory narratives of former mem-
bers are always shaped by subsequent reinterpretations of experience, often
influenced by later conflict with the community, therapeutic discourse, or me-
dia framing. Nilsson engages with this issue cautiously and with appropriate
restraint, although the format of the publication does not allow for a more
extensive methodological reflection on working with such sources.

Similarly, it may be noted that the author deliberately refrains from pro-
viding a more detailed developmental-psychological analysis of the effects of
specific educational strategies. Childhood is conceptualised primarily as a so-
cially and culturally constructed category rather than as a sequence of devel-
opmental stages with differing degrees of vulnerability. While this approach is
fully legitimate within the religious-studies and sociological framework of the
book, it also opens up space for subsequent interdisciplinary research, particu-
larly in dialogue with developmental psychology and pedagogy.

It is also worth noting that Nilsson devotes only limited attention to differ-
ences between generations of children growing up within the same movement
at different historical moments. Although she repeatedly points to the chang-
ing structures of communities and to reform processes, a deeper longitudi-
nal perspective remains largely suggested rather than developed. Here again,
however, this should be understood not as a shortcoming in the strict sense,
but as a consequence of the chosen synthetic format.

These limitations do not diminish the value of the publication; on the con-
trary, they clearly indicate directions in which future research may and should
proceed. Nilsson’s book thus does not present a closed interpretation, but rath-
er an open framework that invites empirical refinement and the application of
its analytical perspectives to specific case studies.

Children in New Religious Movements represents a major conceptual con-
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tribution to the study of children in religious minorities. It is not a book that of-
fers definitive answers, but rather one that formulates questions with precision
and delineates the field of further research. It is evident that Nilsson’s work
has the potential to reach both academic audiences and a broader readership;
nevertheless, it is precisely its academic reception that will be crucial for its
long-term impact.
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,.Bylo znovuobjeveno svétové nabozenstvi.“! Témito slovy zaéina prvni kapitola
knihy nizozemského profesora dé€jin raného kiestanstvi a jednoho z prednich od-
bornikl na gnosticismus, Gillese Quispela (1916-2006). Kniha s ndzvem Gnoze
Jjako svétové nabozenstvi piedstavuje rozsifenou verzi Quispelovych prednasek,
které pronesl v roce 1951 na Institutu C. G. Junga v Curychu, tedy pét let po
nalezu knihovny v hornoegyptském Nag Hammadi,> ktery znamenal zasadni
pfelom v badani v oblasti gnosticismu. Jedna se o prvni knihu tohoto autora,
ktera byla zasluhou Ivana Jirovského pielozena do ¢eského jazyka. Mezi jeho
vyznamna dila mizeme zatadit napt. Tatian and the Gospel of Thomas Studies
in the history of the Western Diatessaron (1975).}

V prvni kapitole je pojednano o puvodu gnéze a dilezitosti nalezu gnostic-
kych spisi v Nag Hammadi, jez pomohou badatelim hloubéji proniknout do

1 Gilles Quispel, Gnoze jako svétové nabozenstvi (Jakub Hlavacek — Malvern, 2025), 12.

2 Quispel, Gnoze jako svétové nabozenstvi, 13.

3 Gilles Quispel, Tatian and the Gospel of Thomas: Studies in the History of the Western
Diatessaron (E.J. Brill, 1975).



